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Academics have spent several decades on intercultural
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ponsibility of Indian Institutefrom pioneers such as Hall (1959) and Hofstede (1980).
Nevertheless, there is still a discussion among researchers
within the area of cultural and international management
on the applicability of cultural dimensions, cultural stan-
dards and related concepts (Fink, K€olling, & Neyer, 2005).
In trying to capture prevailing cultural standards, it seems
useful to establish a set of standards comprising measur-
able cultural characteristics applicable to any set of
cultures. Basically, every culture can be distinguished from
others along various dimensions. In research, the concept
of cultural dimensions applies bipolar perspectives in order
to contrast cultures with opposing characteristics
(Hofstede, 1980, 2001; Yeganeh & Zhan, 2006). These
models provide a tool to compare two cultures rather than
making detailed ‘stand-alone’ assumptions. However, it is
the uniqueness of cultures which forms the core of the
discussion. Given the variety of existing cultures and the
fact that variations might occur within a national culture, it
is very difficult and challenging to define a globally appli-
cable concept. It has also not been possible so far to create
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collection appears to be a problematic and arduous task.
However, it should be possible to highlight and analyse in-
depth characteristics and the differences between a few
cultures where frequent interaction on different levels take
place. Within the scope of this paper, the cultures
deserving particular attention are the Chinese and the
German cultures. China is a country which not only repre-
sents one of the strongest consumer markets but also serves
as the unbeaten arena of global production. Germany, on
the other hand, is the world’s largest exporting country. In
order to better understand differences in the cultural
standards, we evaluate how German managers working in
China perceive them. The aim of this paper is therefore to
develop a framework that highlights the most important
cultural standards differentiating China and Germany from
a German perspective.
Review of intercultural research literature
Hall (1966), one of the most popular representatives of
management related cultural research, distinguished
between high- and low-context cultures. Members of high-
context cultures like China have to interpret and convert
clues and gestures while communicating in their cultural
context. Hence, the number of non-verbal signals is rela-
tively high whereas in low-context cultures non-verbal signs
are much less relevant. In this context, representatives of
a typical low-context country like Germany can face
problems on several cultural dimensions when communi-
cating with Chinese managers. Hall’s approach can help to
understand why cultures communicate differently and why
successful business relationship development between two
cultures requires a highly sophisticated understanding of
both cultures. Hofstede (1980) had originally defined
a cultural concept with four dimensions and added a fifth
later. These dimensions are: power distance1, uncertainty
avoidance2, individualism vs. collectivism3, feminism vs.
masculinity4 and long- vs. short-term orientation5. Hof-
stede contributed to the development of bipolar cultural
dimensions (Yeganeh & Su, 2006) with which he was
successfully able to compare cultures with opposing char-
acteristics. While the model has been widely criticised
(Fang, 2003) it is still seen as one of the most researched
frameworks on cultures.1 National cultures cope with inequalities in the society and the
workplace through different understandings of hierarchy.
2 This dimension explains how different cultures tend to avoid
uncertainty regarding their future. Long-term stability is valued
more in cultures with a relatively high need to avoid uncertainty.
3 Individualistic cultures tend to promote decisions/interests of
individuals, whereas in collectivistic cultures group interests
prevail.
4 Hofstede used these terms in a rather technical sense compared
to a solely gender specific understanding. In a masculine culture
sex roles are sharply differentiated. In a feminine culture gender
roles are not sharply differentiated.
5 Also called ‘Confucian Dimension’ (Hofstede & Bond, 1988), it
explains the general orientation towards time and the need for
social security, be it family, job or other relevant elements.According to Thomas (2003), culture is universaldfor
a society as well as for organisations and groups. Culture can
be defined as a typical orientation system for the attendants,
be it groups or individuals (Thomas, 2003). This orientation
system influences the perception, thinking, values and
actions of all members of the given entity. In this context,
cultural standards represent all kinds of perception,
thinking, values and actions that are seen as normal, typical
and bindingwithin a culture. The idea of cultural standards is
based on the fact that, within situations of intercultural
interaction, highly complex interactions occur because
different sets of values, norms and valuation criteria collide
(Thomas, 2003). Hence, a cultural standard can be defined as
the common set of characteristics in a given culture. The
definition of cultural standards can be anchored as relevant
to the field of intercultural research as well as to the field of
intercultural management. A particularly China-oriented
version of Thomas’s cultural framework with an exemplary
nomination of cultural standards can be extracted from
a research project devoted to Sino-German interactions
(Fig. 1). These standards serve as a general overview about
how Chinese norms are oriented regarding different types of
daily as well as business situations.
In this context, awareness of cultural differences is an
important precondition which encourages the mutual
understanding between Chinese and Germans and enables
both sides to take appropriate action. Cultural standards,
such as the importance given to ‘saving face’, hierarchy
orientation, social harmony, bureaucracy, etiquette and
guanxi or the Chinese practice of relationships and
networking (Alston, 1989), were therefore included in this
research project. In sum, Thomas’s cultural standard
concept (2003) qualifies to be applied to intercultural
management issues. Thomas’s concept (2003) not only
leaves enough room for the creation of new cultural stan-
dards but it also provides flexibility to analyse other
cultures. Moreover, the analysis emphasises critical inci-
dents in which the participants experience difficulties and
departures from the expected behaviour of their counter-
parts. Thomas’s cultural standards are also more detailed
and more descriptive than Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.
Finally, there is an emphasis on the perceptions of differ-
ences rather than the differences per se (Fink et al., 2005),
which can be applied effectively in a business-related
research context (Meierewert & Dunkel, 2004).
The review of literature and the related concepts and
papers serve as the major input for the further case study-
based analysis of cultural standards in order to identify
relevant cultural standards from a German perspective in
the context of Sino-German business relationships.
Methodology
Case study profile
Our study particularly focuses on the understanding of
those variables that form relevant cultural standards in
Sino-German business relationships. The investigation was
therefore primarily directed at understanding the current
phenomenon of Sino-German business encounters in a real-
world context (Yin, 2003) from a particular perspective.
Fig. 1 Chinese cultural standards. Source: Thomas, 2003.
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emphasised both the contextual and the subjective
interpretation of events (Strien, 1997). Consequently, the
research approach followed in this paper focuses on evalu-
ating existing concepts as presented in the literature review
and elaborating additionally from interview-based case
study research of German managers in European organisa-
tions with operations in China. The research method applied
is primarily qualitative with the intention to obtain very
specific information about particular business situations in
which intercultural discrepancies have occurred (Ellram,
1996). As a consequence, the research is set to be focused
rather than universalistic. The data used for the case studies
consists of interviews following a standardised, open-ended
format. A multiple case study design was chosen to apply
a cross-case analysis and reveal similarities and differences
between the individual cases. These results increase the
degree of universality and validity of the individual state-
ments and research insights (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003).
Case study protocol structure and data collection
A case study protocol is a set of guidelines that can be used to
structure and govern a case research project (Yin, 1994). It
therefore outlines the procedures and rules applied to guide
the conduct of the researchers before, during and after a case
research project. The case study research design followed in
this studywasmainlybasedonEisenhardt’s framework(Fig. 2).
Considering the objective of our case study research
which is to serve both the field of intercultural and inter-
national management, the first criterion set in the selection
process was to interview managers involved in different
kinds of business activities in order to gain a varied view
across possible cultural interactions. The characteristics of
our case companies and interviewees are shown in Fig. 3. In
total, eight case studies have been included in the paper
(Fig. 3). The names of the participating managers and
organisations have been disguised to fulfil data protectionrequested by the participants. In all, eight German managers
were interviewed, one each from the eight organisations.
The applied case study approach follows Eisenhardt’s (1989)
concept of theoretical sampling recommending four to ten
cases that are transparently observable and hence allow
a detailed collection of interview data.
The case studies have been structured based on interview
protocols with predefined open-ended questions aimed at
analysing diverse specific areas of interest to allow for
a diverse array of information, leaving sufficient room to the
interviewees to express interesting and relevant examples.
The case study protocol structure was as follows: First, an
introduction of the interviewee, his or her responsibilities
within the organisation as well as an explanation of the
company’s activity fields was recorded. The interviewees
were then asked an array of questions about the specific
experiences with local Chinese managers during critical
incidents. The interviewees were also encouraged to share
important aspects that were not touched upon by the inter-
viewers. Each interview lasted between 90 and 120 min. The
interview contents reflect the ideas and experiences of indi-
viduals given their specific experiences and expertise when
managing operations in China as German managers. Each
interview was conducted face-to-face, voice recorded, and
finally transcribed. The interviews were conducted within
a time frame of six weeks. A case script was sent to all
participants in order to review and approve the interview
(Yin, 2003). Where questions still remained after the review
of the interview material and additional documents, the
participants were contacted again for clarification. Different
researchers were involved in analysing the data and cross-
validating the typology of recurring themes (Lee, 1999). Thus,
a high level of reliability and dependability was achieved
through the chosen study format.
The information obtained from the interviews was clas-
sified into two categories: Some research material mainly
underpinned an insider perspective where the information
obtained originated in experience gathered from managing
Fig. 2 Case study research design (based on Eisenhardt’s research framework (Eisenhardt, 1989)).
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research material, in contrast, was primarily drawn from an
outsider perspective related to intercultural experiences
acquired from activities with clients or suppliers that were
not part of the organisation itself and thus might deliver
differing observations with intercultural issues.
The next section summarises the cultural standards
based on the perception of German managers. They reveal
how German managers perceive the impact of differing
cultural standards when dealing with employees, clients
and suppliers originating from China (Fig. 3).Fig. 3 Case analStudy results
In the light of the research focus, which emphasises the
identification of a wide range of cultural standards, the
study results are grouped according to cultural standards
that emerged during the interviews. A brief overview of
the research findings can be obtained from Fig. 3. It shows
that the core constructs (time, relationship and commu-
nication) have been identified across almost all interviews.
During a cross-case analysis, the five sub-constructs, trust,
collectivism, power distance, risk perception andysis overview.
106 R. Moser et al.negotiation patterns were repetitively recognised as
explanation for any problems that emerged in the three
core constructs. This indicates the connection of the three
main constructs with the five sub-constructs. All eight
constructs are reviewed in detail in the following sections
based on the cross-case analysis.
Time
Contradictory to Hofstede and Bond’s (1988) observations
but in line with Fang (2003), five interviewees reported
a short-term orientation among their Chinese colleagues
and/or business partners and a desire to opt for the fastest
way of completion. Considering the fact that Hofstede’s
questionnaire was ‘personal life’ oriented we conclude that
the contradiction can be resolved if we separate a cultural
standard for time in the personal context from the business
context (Hofstede, 2004). None of the eight interviewees
defined their Chinese colleagues as long-term oriented when
accomplishing their daily work; some concern with regard to
the execution of structured processes and structured plan-
ning of time-related actions was expressed by some several
interviewees. Supporting the observations in previous
studies where the Chinese perception of time is categorised
as either monochronic (Ferraro, 2002; Hasenstab, 1999) or
synchronic (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1997), several
interviewees noted that their Chinese colleagues placed
their actions on a straight time line of unrelated events
completing one task after the other in preference to
a ‘circle’ of interrelated tasks and events.
Communication
The insufficient skills of the Chinese language of many
German managers in China seem to generate a lack of
sensitivity and may foster misunderstandings according to
the majority of the interviewees. The same may occur on
the Chinese side and is proof of the fact that language is
one of the most important barriers to intercultural under-
standing (Avison & Malaurent, 2007; Bergemann &
Sourisseaux, 1992; Liang, 2003). Weak English skills may
result in wrong translations, faulty explanation of situations
or even loss of information. In cases where insufficient
language skills cause communication barriers, managers are
forced to invest time in many more follow-ups and control
actions. In situations where the skills and knowledge
background do not match the expected requirements, it
might be crucial to eliminate misunderstandings by addi-
tional explanations and intensive information transfer. It
has also been observed by 80% of the interviewees that
their Chinese collegues/associates tend to avoid direct
confrontation and to circle around problems either because
they are not used to direct and open communication or
because they do not have sufficient understanding of the
problem. Avoidance of direct confrontation can be seen as
a typical characteristic of the Chinese culture which
stresses harmony and the need to consider the interests and
understanding of the other party (Brett & Gelfand, 2005).
As a result, German managers might not recognise the
problem behind their counterparts’ indirect communication
and thus might not be able to react to problems andmisunderstandings in time or prevent them upfront. Hence,
it might be considered a precondition for foreigners to
master the Chinese language or at least to be reasonably
proficient in it in order to develop a better understanding of
the Chinese mindset and communication problems
(Bjoerkman & Schaap, 1994). Most of these problems
mentioned are also reflected in the models of Thomas
(2003) and Hall (1959).
Relationships
Guanxi refers to the relationships involved in interactions
between people (Michailova & Worm, 2003). In a business
context, it can be described as the network of relations
established with potential collaborators, suppliers,
customers or state officials (Alston, 1989; Tung & Worm,
2001). While relationships are important for success in
business anywhere around the globe, the practice of
guanxi, a form of social networking, is the Chinese way of
life (Thomas, 2003). All interviewed managers reported an
established network of relationships that served as a guar-
antee of the support/commitment of their Chinese business
partners or employees. For instance, one interviewee
mentioned that at the beginning of his management
activity some colleagues seemed reluctant to follow his
orders but this changed over time with his involvement in
the local networks. Four of the interviewed managers
stressed the importance of investing in relationships and
being patient in their development process, so as to benefit
from reliable relationships.
Trust and respect
Similar to the interrelations between collectivism and
power distance, relationships, trust and Guanxi go hand in
hand (Yeung & Tung, 1996). All the interviewees stressed
the importance of relationships in the Chinese-German
business context, and furthermore that they are strongly
linked to trust. Just as relationships become more intense
over time, trust in one’s business partner also grows with
time and in turn enriches and nurtures the business rela-
tionship. Unlike in Germany and other European countries
where trust is felt to be an action of honor (Sierra &
Debenham, 2006), trust in the Chinese sense is an accu-
mulation of guanxi and mianzi as described by four inter-
viewees. Mianzi describes the Chinese need to save face
and self protection in the context of collectivism and power
distance. The degree of trust accorded to the business
partner is as high as one can stand to lose one’s face.
Hence, if somebody does not feel afraid to lose his/her face
he/she might be able to disappoint and not act as expected
without experiencing any personal consequences. As one’s
‘face’ is more vulnerable in a close relationship, it can be
assumed that a more intense level of trust can be found in
a close relationship. One interviewee recounted a striking
situation in which the misuse of trust led to the loss of face
at a personal level: A Chinese client who owned a company
trusted his employees to reach specific price expectations
in negotiations with their business partners. Deviations
from this predefined price level even if influenced by
external effects such as the increase in the prices of
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misuse of his trust carrying a massive loss of face for the
responsible employee. This example illustrates that trust is
considered a commitment to an agreed contract. Thomas’s
(2003) cultural standards overview also reflects this, where
it mentions that group harmony is a major point in the
Chinese culture.
Collectivism
Collectivism, for handy reference, could be considered as
opposed to individualism in which the individual is placed
above the group, as is the case with German and most other
European cultures. In the Chinese context, collectivist
behaviour may also serve as a shield to save one’s face. This
practice follows the attempt not to embarrass oneself in
front of others and also not to blame other people in front of
anybody else (Cardon, 2006). In business, this becomes
visible in situations in which requests to one person are
passed on to other persons who are entitled to take the
decision. According to the interviewees, if an immediate
response is required it can become frustrating to wait until
thedecision finally comesback from thepersonwhoofficially
is allowed to take it. This even occurs in situations where the
answer or decision is not fundamental and could be dealt
with by anyone possessing the information. Three charac-
teristics have emerged during the interviews as an outcome
relating to collectivism. The first is that individuals show
difficulty in taking responsibility unless it is officially assigned
to them; it appears that individuals are also not required to
show initiative. Decisions to problems are discussed within
a group rather than being entrusted to an individual decision
maker. These three characteristics have previously emerged
in other research studies conducted in the field of
SinoeWestern joint ventures (e.g. Bjoerkman & Schaap,
1994). Evidently, collectivist cultures attribute a subordi-
nate role to the individual so that the individual always
functions primarily as amember of a group (Gudykunst et al.,
1996). As a result, proactive behaviour, decision making and
the implementation of a solution happen to be executed
more on demand or by order as they do not belong to the
collectivist understanding of performing such actions based
on individual or voluntary initiative.
Power distance
Collectivism and power distance seem to be very closely
interrelated cultural standards. Power distance is marked by
strict hierarchies ruling the organisation. A few interviewees
have observed that in China power distance might be so
succinct that the head of the organisation carries the role of
a reigning patriarch. In one of the case studies, the head of
the Chinese company (business partner) was known as the
‘emperor’ among his employees. In other studies this
phenomenon is reflected as a general preference for age and
seniority in management positions which reinforces the
strict hierarchical structure to be found in the Chinese
society (Bjoerkman & Schaap, 1994). One of the inter-
viewees stated that no Chinese member of his company
would break the existing hierarchies; being obedient to
hierarchic rules fits together with the individual’s role ina group and reinforces collectivism. Another important
observation of our study has been that reliability and read-
iness to provide support may be linked to the person’s
position within the hierarchy. It is the position within the
hierarchy that enables the person to provide support and
communicate information. ‘Position’ also may allow one to
retain information or make decisions in order to save one’s
face. This implies that the success of a business activity may
strongly depend on theChinese counterpart’s positionwithin
the hierarchy. Generally, the interviewed managers relied
on the implicit rule that the higher a person’s position within
the hierarchy, the higher his/her chances to succeed in ful-
filling their requests of any kind.
Risk perception
Risk perceptionwas identified in the cross-case analysis to be
a noteworthy area in the Sino-German business context.
German managers working in China observe that Chinese
possess an entrepreneurial mentality. While the entrepre-
neurial, risk-taking nature of the Chinese may be helpful in
finding business partners, it may be viewed with caution by
the more risk-averse (Hofstede, 1980) Germans. Not
surprisingly, six of the interviewedmanagers stated that they
were always prepared to conduct control checks in order to
check on the promise of completion. A cultural aspect which
might be helpful in this context is to understand the Chinese
notion of in-group and out-group membership. The level of
trust and reliability which is accorded to in-group members
(e.g. family members) noticeably differs from the level that
out-group members (e.g. business partners) receive. Hence,
itmight be useful for Germanmanagers to invest their efforts
into building a rather personal relationship with the Chinese
business partner. This might also help to move from the
out-group position closer to an in-group position and result
in less risky businesses (Davies, Leung, Luk, & Wong, 1995;
Yeung & Tung, 1996).
Negotiation patterns
Previous research corroborates the findings on the negoti-
ation patterns of this study; this includes the lengthy and
time-consuming nature of the process (e.g. Graham & Lam,
2003), and the tendency of Chinese negotiation partners to
quickly confirm a deal often leaving the contract details
including specific technical requirements and the price till
later, leading to repeated meetings and intensive effort at
a later stage (Brett, 2005). Proposals for an increase in
price when product or service details were being discussed
again, quoting technical problems on the supplier side,
were a common experience for five of the interviewees.
Given such ‘bargaining tactics’, considered an integral part
of the Chinese negotiations, all the interviewed managers
confirmed that negotiation processes with Chinese business
counterparts required experience. One observation from
the interviews was that well-established business relation-
ships might help accelerate the negotiation process, since
their Chinese counterparts would accord more trust
towards their negotiation party, be better aware of the
expected details and understand what the preferred price
outcome would be.
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The primary objective of the paper was to contribute to
the broad field of intercultural and international
management research. One of the major aspects pursued
as part of the research project was to identify cultural
standards which account for the dynamic and marked
change of cultures seen in countries like China, Russia or
India. We identified five specific cultural standards, rep-
resenting some of the relevant characteristics of the
Chinese culture through the lens of German managers. To
a limited extent, these standards might also be useful for
Indian managers operating in China. Further, three
superordinate areas of cultural standards were identified,
representing basic characteristics of the Chinese culture
that seem to occur in virtually any intercultural encounter
between Chinese and Germans in a business context. This
differentiation is proposed to support the flexibility of the
set of cultural standards. It may also create a better
understanding of the different roles that they can play in
practice.
The standards presented specifically focus on the
cultural interface of Sino-German business encounters.
This approach stands in contrast to many other concepts
presenting large-scale study results and including a large
number of different cultures in order to create a universal
research concept. The research approach of this paper is
based on the perception that it is very difficult to create
a framework which succeeds in being diverse enough to
capture all relevant differences between cultures and at
the same time is uniform and globally applicable. It seems
a more realistic alternative in alignment with international
management research to focus on a limited set of cultures
which deserve particular attention as a result of their
economic interdependencies. Having chosen a limited set
of cultures such as Germany and China, it is then
more applicable to conduct in-depth analyses and present
a concentrated, yet generally applicable set of cultural
standards for a specific context.
Limitations and further research
A primary limitation is the number of case studies evalu-
ated in this research project. Hence, the framework pre-
sented should be seen as a basic proposition of how
intercultural issues can affect SinoeGerman business rela-
tionships in a management context and how cultural stan-
dards might be structured in general. Further investigations
in this area seem necessary in order to confirm and extend
our results both from a general and specific Sino-German
perspective. Interestingly, the managers interviewed asked
for more specific recommendations from research for their
daily work. In hand with this requirement goes another
limitation of this paper. Good practices and recommenda-
tions from the interviewees’ points of view could only be
selected to a limited extent and would require further
investigation and observations for general validation.
Finally, a limitation actually applicable to all cultural
concepts is the fact that although a specific culture can be
defined through its characteristics there will always be
individuals who might not act upon the common norms,values and beliefs of their particular culture. All values,
norms and characteristics are flexible; hence the identified
constructs will change as soon as the people within the
culture change. It has therefore to be kept in mind that any
general statement or observation can be disproved by an
individual exception.
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